Central nitric oxide synthase inhibition disrupts maternal behavior in the rat.
Blocking nitric oxide (NO) production, by 3rd ventricle administration of a nitric oxide synthase (NOS) inhibitor, N(G)-nitro-L-arginine methyl ester (L-NAME; 250 microg/5 microl, postpartum [pp]) decreased milk ejections in Day 10 pp rats. On Day 4 pp, L-NAME treatment eliminated pup retrieval and at both stages of lactation suppressed maternal aggression. Fewer rats treated with L-NAME on Day 10 pp retrieved 4-day-old pups than controls, although all nursed older litters. Following exposure to a mobile intruder, Fos expression was lower in the medial preoptic area and the bed nucleus of the stria terminalis in L-NAME-treated rats than in controls but was lower in the medial amygdala only following exposure to an anaesthetized intruder. Thus, the elevated levels of NO observed in lactation may contribute to the mechanism(s) that mediate maternal behavior and aggression.